Chapter 4

ART AND ARCHITECTURE

While the high position of Russia in literature., music,
and "ballet is universally admitted, it is often alleged
that Russia has done little in the plastic and graphic
arts. This, like so many generalizations, is some-
what far from the truth.

It is true that there is no great Russian artist to set by the side of
Michelangelo and Rembrandt. Russian painting and sculpture do
indeed, as a whole, show a distinct mediocrity and haye none of the
fine and sensitive imagination which distinguishes Russian effort in
the other arts. The Soviets have done little to alter this state of
affairs. The criterion of people's art is applied to painting no less
than to music and literature, and it tends to induce a spirit of repre-
sentational realism that is somewhat disappointing.

But if there are no landscapes, no portraits, over which the ait
connoisseur can rave, there is one branch of graphic art in which
Russia has a place to herself. That is in the' production of ikons, or
holy pictures. This was the one form of graphic art encouraged by
the Church, which did not permit the making or painting of religious
statues. There was none of that lavish patronage of painting by the
Church which produced in Italy the great works of Michelangelo
and Leonardo da Vinci. This accounts in large measure for the rela-
tive poverty of painting in the usual sense in Russia, for painting
has never been purely a people's art, as music and the telling of
stories are.

The ancient ikons however are works of great art. They were pro-
duced, it is true, to conform to an ecclesiastical tradition, but so were
the great works of the Italian school. They were, too, inspired by a
deeply religious fervour that gave them an authority rarely seen in
creations of this kind. The ikon painters took the tradition in the
Erst place from Byzantium which, in turn, had compounded it of
Greek and Persian ingredients. But the result was typically and
unmistakably Russian.

Painting is an art of slow growth. It rarely springs into sudden
efflorescence as literature and music are apt to do, and this may be
because it has not the same kind of ppular sources on which to
draw. And Russian painting was never given a chance to develop.
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